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Building on the persuasion knowledge model, this study examines how audience characteristics 
and native advertising recognition influence the covert persuasion process. Among a nationally 
representative sample of U.S. adults (N = 738), we examined digital news readers’ recognition of 
a sponsored news article as advertising. Although fewer than 1 in 10 readers recognized the 
article as advertising, recognition was most likely among younger, more educated consumers 
who engage with news media for informational purposes. Recognition led to greater 
counterarguing, and higher levels of informational motivation also led to less favorable 
evaluations of the content among recognizers. News consumers were most receptive to native 
advertising in a digital news context when publishers were more transparent about its 
commercial nature. Beyond theoretical insights into the covert persuasion process, this study 
offers practical utility to the advertisers, publishers, and policy makers that wish to better 
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understand who is more likely to be confused by this type of advertising so that they can take 
steps to minimize deception. 
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The growth of the native advertising industry has been tremendous, with a 50% increase 
in U.S. spending between 2016 and 2017 (Sterling, 2018). This form of advertising mimics the 
style and format of the platform in which it is inserted, appearing “native” to the surrounding 
video, social media feeds, or even the editorial content of digital news organizations (Austin & 
Newman, 2015; Einstein, 2016). Today, even legacy news media have moved beyond their core 
competency of providing news to actively positioning themselves as being in the business of 
branded content. This content is produced not just by advertisers, but also by news organizations, 
themselves, on behalf of advertisers (Gerth, 2017; Moses, 2017). Although native advertising is 
required by the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) to carry clear and prominent disclosures 
informing audiences that the content is an advertisement (FTC, 2015), a growing corpus of 
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academic research indicates that the vast majority of news consumers are deceived (Amazeen & 
Muddiman, 2018; Amazeen & Wojdynski, 2018; Wojdynski & Evans, 2016). With no 
standardization as to what these disclosures should say or look like (Einstein, 2016; Ferrer 
Conill, 2016), perceived transparency varies widely with many consumers failing to notice them 
(Wojdynski & Evans, 2016) or not understanding what they mean (Gilley, 2013). As audiences 
are increasingly bombarded with covert messages to influence their attitudes and behavior, this 
study seeks to understand two less-studied aspects of persuasion (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008; 
Nelson & Ham, 2012): whether and how dispositional factors condition ability to discriminate 
between advertising and journalism and the ensuing coping mechanisms. 
 The growing willingness among publishers to blur the boundaries between commercial 
and editorial content (Gerth, 2017; Levi, 2015; Moses, 2015) comes at a time of decreasing trust 
in journalism and media institutions generally (Swift, 2016; but also see Kahn, 2017) and, more 
recently, as news organizations battle for credibility against accusations of fake news (Bradley, 
2017). Beyond federal regulators, industry trade groups such as the Interactive Advertising 
Bureau have also encouraged clear and prominent disclosures for native advertising so that, “a 
reasonable consumer should be able to distinguish between what is paid advertising vs. what is 
publisher editorial content” (IAB, 2013, p. 16). Yet, there is evidence that publishers have 
reduced the prominence of disclosure labels out of concern by their advertisers that they are too 
noticeable (Einstein, 2016). We therefore also examine another area that has drawn little 
academic study thus far: whether the perceived sponsorship transparency of native advertising by 
audiences has adverse or beneficial effects on their perceptions of publishers. 
 The goals of this study are threefold:  to examine a) whether and how individual traits 
influence persuasion knowledge and attitudes, b) coping behavior associated with persuasion 
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knowledge, and c) the role of perceived sponsorship transparency in shaping audience 
perceptions of publishers (see Figure 1). Theoretically, this study relies on the framework of 
Friestad and Wright’s (1994) Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM) to offer insights into how 
target audience characteristics and disclosure perceptions influence the persuasion process, 
extending the framework to a covert advertising context. Further, our study offers practical 
utility to the advertisers, publishers, and policy makers that wish to better understand who is 
more likely to be confused by this type of advertising practice so that they can take steps to 
minimize deception. In this way, we also consider the demographic antecedents to PKM 
antecedents as they are readily available data points that advertisers and publishers track and 
approximate all the time. That is, publishers can more easily target their content to particular age 
groups than by “accessibility of motives” – an antecedent to persuasion knowledge addressed in 
this study. To these ends, we rely upon a nationally representative experiment of adults (N = 
738) that allows for generalizations to the U.S. population. Our paper ends with a discussion of 
findings, limitations, and areas for future research. 
[INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 
Persuasion Knowledge 
The PKM (Friestad & Wright, 1994) has served as a guide for understanding how 
consumers identify and react to persuasion attempts. The way consumers process and respond to 
information is shaped in part by prior experiences which accumulate over time to form 
“persuasion expertise” (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008, p. 559). Upon facing a persuasive attempt, 
consumers access their persuasion expertise – relevant knowledge of selling and persuasion 
tactics – and apply coping strategies based on this accessed knowledge. Research has shown that 
an initial perception that a person or message has a persuasive motive triggers the activation of 
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persuasion knowledge and that such activation is more likely when an ulterior persuasion motive 
is accessible (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000; Panic, Cauberghe, & De Pelsmacker, 2013). However, 
given that the PKM was developed in an analog era, the growing prevalence of covert persuasion 
practices proliferating in the online environment brings renewed interest to the conditions under 
which individuals are able to identify persuasive attempts (Einstein, 2016; Taylor, 2017).  
Although the use of persuasion knowledge has generally been distinguished as a 
situational variable, exploring the contributions of individual differences to persuasion 
knowledge – such as age or education – has been encouraged as a worthwhile area of study 
(Campbell & Kirmani, 2008; Brinol, Rucker, Tormala, & Petty, 2004). Most research on 
antecedents of native advertising recognition has focused on the influence of bottom-up 
processing by either manipulating characteristics of explicit disclosures in the native 
advertisements (Amazeen & Wojdynski, 2018; Wojdynski & Evans, 2016), manipulating the 
publisher or platform (Amazeen & Muddiman, 2018; Wu et al., 2016), or manipulating aspects 
of the message itself. Less is known about characteristics of consumers that may influence their 
propensity to correctly spot native advertising (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008). Theoretically, the 
PKM predicts persuasion expertise to increase with age as persuasion knowledge accumulates 
over time (Friestad & Wright, 1994). Consistent with this expectation, some empirical research 
has shown that adults over 30 years of age typically demonstrate greater persuasion knowledge 
sophistication than younger adults (Kirmani & Campbell, 2004). However, this research was 
based upon interpersonal contexts. While content blurring the lines with editorial hearkens back 
to radio host ads and print advertorials, online native advertising pervades a wide variety of 
relatively novel media formats (e.g., influencer videos, sponsored blogs, multimedia news 
stories) which frequently camouflage both the persuasive intent and the sponsor (Ferrer Conill, 
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2016). As a result, many consumers may not have as much experience with digital native 
advertising from which to draw upon.   
Even though native advertising literacy is not yet very widespread, we believe that two 
individual differences may serve as key predictors of native advertising recognition in digital 
news contexts: age and education. First, although older adults have more experience with media 
consumption which should intuitively lead to greater knowledge of persuasion tactics, the 
deceptive nature of sponsored news content makes experience a double-edged sword: more 
experience with native ads in particular should predict recognition, but more experience 
consuming traditional news without native content might make older consumers more likely to 
assume that a sponsored article is news because it looks the part. Because younger audiences 
consume more of their news on the Web (Mitchell, Gottfried, Barthel, & Shearer, 2016), their 
experience may therefore make them more likely than older audiences to develop skills to 
correctly categorize online information they encounter. Additionally, as with most forms of 
subject-specific literacy (e.g., Kickbusch, 2001; Moekotte, Brand-Gruwel, & Ritzen, 2017), we 
believe that education level may be correlated to critical thinking skills that are useful in 
scrutinizing content. We therefore propose the following hypotheses to guide our inquiry into 
individual-difference predictors of native advertising recognition (see Figure 1):  
H1:  Native advertising recognition will be more likely for people who a) are younger 
and b) are better educated. 
Accessibility of Motives 
A centerpiece of persuasion knowledge is the beliefs an individual holds about the 
motivations of a persuasion agent, whether that agent is a salesperson, a brand, or an 
advertisement (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008; Friestad & Wright, 1994). An important antecedent 
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to the use of persuasion knowledge is the accessibility of these motives which varies as a 
function of a consumer’s own motivations (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008). Although research has 
demonstrated that consumers can respond strategically to further their own consumption interests 
when confronting an influence agent (Kirmani & Campbell, 2004), recognition that one is 
participating in a persuasive episode must first take place. In the case of sponsored news content, 
because users of a news organization’s website or mobile application are likely engaging with it 
to consume news, their persuasion knowledge is unlikely to be activated when confronted with 
advertising that is camouflaged as journalism. To be sure, in empirical studies, typically less than 
25 percent of participants correctly classify sponsored news articles as advertising (Amazeen & 
Muddiman, 2018; Amazeen & Wojdynski, 2018; Wojdynski & Evans, 2016). 
Accessibility to the ulterior motives of an influence agent can be stimulated by the 
blatancy of persuasive tactics (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000) or by priming (Amazeen & 
Muddiman, 2018; Wu et al., 2016). Indeed, because of the veiled nature of sponsored news 
content, the use of the FTC-mandated disclosure labels in native advertising is intended to serve 
as a cue to prime readers that the content they are observing is commercial in nature rather than a 
journalistic article. Furthermore, since consumers tend to be goal-directed (Friestad & Wright, 
1994), understanding the motivational goals that guide their media use may enable one to predict 
how cues in a message will be processed (Shavitt, Swan, Lowrey, & Wanke, 1994). For instance, 
Shavitt and colleagues (1994) found the same cue, endorser attractiveness, was considered 
relevant in one advertising context (evaluating beauty products) but not for goals in a different 
context (evaluating quality of food ingredients). In this same way, the relevance of a message 
cue – such as a native advertising disclosure – may be influenced by an audience member’s goals 
for media use.  
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Because people are motivated to seek out media content that gratifies their needs (Katz, 
Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1974; Rubin, 1993), it is useful to consider why people typically consume 
news. However, as Flavian and Gurrea (2009) observe, there is no predominant framework 
establishing motivations for news consumption. Commonly studied motivations in the news 
consumption literature aligning with validated measures from the uses and gratifications research 
that serve as a foundation include surveillance, social, and entertainment motivations (Choi, 
2016). A surveillance motivation refers to those who engage with news for information-seeking 
purposes. These news consumers tend to pay more attention and learn more from news (Eveland, 
2001, 2002; Eveland, Shah, & Kwak, 2003). In contrast, those who consume news to gratify 
social needs do so in anticipation of discussing topics with others (Atkin, 1972; Ruggiero, 2000). 
Beyond just reading news, the socially-driven activities of liking and sharing news are especially 
prevalent motivators for those who consume news through online social networking sites (Choi, 
2016; Lee & Ma, 2012). Although people do engage with news media for entertainment 
gratifications, studies have offered conflicting findings as to whether this motivation results in 
positive or negative attitudes toward news (Choi, 2016; Flavian & Gurrea, 2009). These findings 
suggest that people who approach news with a surveillance motive are attentive and curious 
about the news environment. They may therefore be more likely to notice a native advertising 
disclosure which would subsequently facilitate their cognitive accessibility to persuasion 
knowledge (see Figure 1). In contrast, those who approach news with socialization or 
entertainment motives may be less likely to notice a disclosure because their focus is on sharing 
news and views with others to cultivate social relationships or just to pass the time. Given the 
foregoing, we predict that: 
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H2:  Native advertising recognition will be more likely for people who use news media 
for surveillance purposes than for either socialization or entertainment purposes. 
Cognitive Coping Responses 
Consumers who detect persuasion attempts can employ a number of coping behaviors to 
respond to the episode (Campbell & Kirmani, 2008; Friestad & Wright, 1994; Jacks & Cameron, 
2003; Nelson & Ham, 2012). Although coping mechanisms are one of the less-studied aspects of 
the PKM (Nelson & Ham, 2012), research has found consumers often engage in resistance when 
confronted with a persuasive attempt (Fransen, Verlegh, Kirmani, & Smit, 2015; Jacks & 
Cameron, 2003). A commonly used and effective tactic for resisting persuasion is counterarguing 
(Jacks & Cameron, 2003; Petty & Cacioppo, 1977). This cognitive-response approach to 
persuasive resistance involves direct refutation of arguments contained in a message (Jacks & 
Cameron, 2003; McGuire, 1964) or challenging the accuracy or validity of a position (Miller & 
Baron, 1973). In the present context, counterarguing may entail resisting claims in the news 
article, resisting the article format, or complaining about a publisher or brand engaging in 
sponsored content. In the cognitive-response tradition, how individuals elaborate on a message 
predicts whether persuasion or resistance occurs. Cognitive elaborations that are positive in 
nature generate persuasion while those that are negatively valenced generate resistance 
(Cacioppo & Petty, 1981; Petty & Cacioppo, 1977).  
Past research has shown that forewarning individuals about forthcoming persuasive 
messages results in greater counterarguing (Petty & Cacioppo, 1977; Wood & Quinn, 2003). 
Similarly, higher levels of persuasion knowledge have a positive relationship to cognitive 
resistance. For example, in the context of sponsored blogs, audience members who were aware 
of the sponsored content in the blog they were reading had higher self-reported levels of 
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cognitive resistance (van Reijmersdal et al., 2016). Although van Reijmersdal and colleagues 
(2016) did not specifically measure counterarguments, they did speculate that recognition of 
advertising via a disclosure may both activate persuasion knowledge as well as foster 
counterarguing. This is consistent with inoculation research indicating that the forewarning 
process itself actually motivates the generation of counterarguments (Ivanov et al., 2015; Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1977).  
Inoculation theory (Compton, 2013; McGuire, 1964) derives from a biological analogy 
suggesting that just as exposure to a weakened virus stimulates people’s defenses making them 
resistant to infection, so too can individuals be protected from persuasion. In this sense, a 
disclosure may serve as a means to theoretically inoculate audiences from forthcoming 
persuasive messages. However, assumptions underpinning inoculation – such as counterarguing 
– have not often been empirically tested (Eagle, 2007), particularly in news contexts. 
Nonetheless, we believe that upon recognition of native advertising, some proportion of news 
consumers’ cognitive elaboration may involve counterarguing against the article content, article 
format, publisher, or brand sponsor (see Figure 1). Based upon the foregoing, we predict the 
following: 
H3:  Recognition of native advertising will generate more counterarguing compared to 
those who do not recognize the content as advertising. 
Attitudinal Consequences of Persuasion Knowledge 
As a result of these coping behaviors, the PKM predicts consumers will refine their 
beliefs and attitudes about an influencing agent (Friestad & Wright, 1994). In the context of 
covert marketing, reactions are typically negative (Tutaj & van Reijmersdal, 2012; van 
Reijmersdal et al., 2016). Indeed, recent studies have found that native advertising recognition 
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has a negative influence on perceptions of the message content (Amazeen & Muddiman, 2018; 
Wu et al., 2016) and brand attitudes (Wojdynski & Evans, 2016), and results in less favorable 
evaluations of the publishers that hosted the native advertisements (Amazeen & Muddiman, 
2018; Amazeen & Wojdynski, 2018; Wojdynski & Evans, 2016; Wu et al., 2016). When a 
consumer experiences a persuasive attempt in an unexpected situation – such as an ad imitating 
the article format of a trusted journalistic outlet – they will alter or refine their attitudes toward 
the hosting agent as consistent with the “change of meaning” hypothesis (Friestad & Wright, 
1994, p. 13). Given that individuals who are motivated to use news for surveillance purposes are 
highly attuned to relevancy of information and expect that their needs will be satisfied by a 
particular type of media content (Eveland, 2002; Katz, Blumler & Gurevitch., 1974), they are 
likely to have greater negative reactions toward the content and publisher compared to those with 
other motivations. In contrast, those motivated by social or entertainment utilities may have a 
comparatively less negative attitude toward the content and publisher because they may be less 
concerned with accuracy and/or find it intriguingly share-worthy that a brand has been 
incorporated into news (see Figure 1). Therefore, we predict:  
H4: A surveillance news use motivation will moderate the effects of ad recognition on 
attitudes toward the a) content and b) publisher, such that individuals higher in 
surveillance motivation will have greater negative reactions to advertising recognition 
than individuals lower in surveillance motivation.  
Sponsorship Transparency  
The PKM predicts that consumers’ recognition of any persuasive intent will often lead to 
greater skepticism and scrutiny, and ultimately more negative evaluations of the message 
(Boerman, Willemsen, & Van Der Aa, 2017; Friestad & Wright, 1994). The research on 
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consumer responses to native advertising shows this pattern quite clearly (Amazeen & 
Muddiman, 2018; Wu et al., 2016). This would appear to present a paradox to advertisers and 
publishers. By choosing to be more ethical or forthcoming in disclosing a message’s persuasive 
nature, they increase the likelihood it will be recognized as an ad, which would undercut its 
effectiveness. However, if they choose to be less transparent, advertisers and publishers run a 
greater risk that those consumers who do recognize the ad will perceive it as being deliberately 
deceptive, which would lead to stronger negative reactions (Darke & Ritchie, 2007; Levine, 
2014).   
Scholars have recently proposed that as consumers become habituated to seeing and 
consuming native advertisements, they may give more credit to advertisers and publishers whose 
sponsored content is clearly labeled, and evaluate it more favorably than hard-to-identify 
examples (Wojdynski, Evans, & Hoy, 2017). Thus far, the literature is inconclusive about the 
trade-offs for the publisher between benefits of increased transparency and drawbacks due to 
increased advertising recognition resulting from the transparency. One experiment found some 
evidence that perceived deceptiveness, in particular, may strongly mediate negative responses to 
native advertising (Wojdynski, 2016), such that a majority of negative responses are due to 
perceptions of the advertiser as having engaged in deception. The importance of perceived 
deceptiveness was not found, however, in recent work by Held, Stieler, Germelmann, and 
Ashworth (2017) that examined how these issues play out in an in-person “native selling” 
context, which involves brand representatives acting as salespersons in retail stores. The results 
of their experiments showed that when consumers were aware of the native selling tactic, they 
had similar negative reactions to the brand and the retailer irrespective of whether or not the 
native selling tactic was explicitly disclosed to them upfront.  
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Both of the preceding studies focused on how transparency affects attitudes toward an 
advertiser. However, because sponsored news content is a collaboration between the advertiser 
and news publisher, it’s not clear to what extent participants may attribute the level of 
transparency or deceptiveness to the advertiser, who may have had wide input over the story 
presentation, or to the publisher, who may use site-wide or publishing company-wide standards 
and templates for how native advertising is disclosed. As a result, we sought to test the 
following:  
RQ1a-b: Does sponsorship transparency mediate -- and mitigate -- the negative effects of ad 
recognition on a) attitudes toward content and b) attitudes toward the publisher? 
Method 
Following approval by the Boston University Institutional Review Board in December 
2016, an online experiment was administered by an internet-based research firm, YouGov, 
among a representative sample of the U.S. population during the first two months of 2017.1 
YouGov forms samples via “sample matching” whereby a random probability sample is 
estimated from an opt-in internet population (see http://psfaculty.ucdavis.edu/bsjjones/rivers.pdf 
for more on its survey methodology). Among the 738 respondents, the average age was 48 (SD = 
17.01), 53% were female, 77% identified as White, 34% had completed at least a 2-year college 
degree, 47% were married, 37% identified as a Democrat, 25% as a Republican, and 31% as an 
Independent (see Appendix I for a detailed profile). The median participation length was 18 
minutes.  
The stimulus (see Appendix II for a representative example) was drawn from an actual 
native advertisement created by Brandpoint, named “America’s Smartphone Obsession Extends 
to Online Banking,” which was paid for by Bank of America (Las Vegas Review-Journal 2015). 
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Brandpoint, a U.S.-based content marketing agency, provides “content to editors, ad directors, 
designers, publishers and bloggers” (Brandpoint n.d.). The length of the native advertising article 
was 515 words and was chosen because of its mid-range pretest performance on enjoyment and 
interest measures among a set of four different native ad articles. The pretest took place in 
November, 2016 via the online Qualtrics system among workers from Amazon’s Mechanical 
Turk. Sixty pretest participants (58% male, average age of 37, with 49% having, at most, some 
college education) were compensated $1.50 for completing the survey that had a median length 
of 13 minutes. Following FTC guidelines, the article selected from the pretest included a 
disclosure identifying it as an ad. As part of a separate experimental study, participants were 
randomly assigned to one of 24 conditions that varied the source and the native advertising 
disclosure on the basis of language explicitness, visual prominence, and presence of the 
sponsor’s logo (see Amazeen & Wojdynski, 2018). Analyses for the present study collapse 
participants into one group but control for these variations. 
Procedure  
Participants were first asked a series of questions measuring their media habits such as 
interest in various topics (e.g. entertainment, politics, sports, etc.) and whether and why they seek 
out news. After exposure to the stimulus, participants answered an open-ended thought-listing 
question about what they were thinking when they were viewing the webpage. This was 
followed by a distractor task. The study concluded with measures regarding awareness of the 
presence of advertising, perceptions of the content and publisher, perceived sponsorship 
transparency, as well as demographics. Upon completing the questions, respondents were 
debriefed, thanked for their time, and nominally compensated by YouGov (participants 
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accumulate points which can be redeemed for rewards such as tote bags, t-shirts, or pre-paid gift 
cards as explained here: https://pk.yougov.com/en-ur/account/panel-rewards/). 
Measures 
Advertising recognition. The dependent measure of advertising recognition – the ability 
to distinguish advertising content from editorial content – was determined by asking respondents 
whether they remembered seeing any advertising on the webpage they viewed. Consistent with 
other studies assessing ad recognition (Amazeen & Muddiman, 2018; Wojdynski & Evans, 2016; 
Jiang, McKay, Richards, & Snyder, 2017; Krouwer & Poels, 2017; Tutaj and van Reijmersdal, 
2012), those who responded positively (47%) were asked open-ended questions investigating 
where on the webpage they had seen the advertising and what led them to believe it was 
advertising. Participants who mentioned variations of the article or the whole page seeming like 
advertising were coded as 1 (recognized advertisement). For example, some participants 
mentioned the disclosure (“the top said ‘sponsored content’”), some indicated the article itself 
essentially felt like advertising or promoting a company, and others suggested that Bank of 
America paid for or sponsored the article. After a period of training, a pair of research assistants 
independently coded the open-ended questions (Krippendorff’s α = .81). The authors resolved 
any responses that were coded as unclear by the coders (16 of 738 responses). Only 9% of 
participants recognized the content as advertising.  
Motivations for news use. These independent measures were based upon three 
dimensions of surveillance, socialization, and entertainment using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = 
strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree) informed by Palmgreen and Rayburn (1982) and Choi 
(2016). The surveillance dimension was measured using four items with statements such as, “I 
seek out the news to keep up with the latest issues and events” (Cronbach’s α = .86, M = 5.45, 
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SD = 1.30). The socialization dimension was measured with two items for seeking out news, 
“…to compare my ideas to those of others” and “…because news gives me interesting things to 
share with others” (α = .73, M = 4.40, SD = 1.57). The entertainment dimension was measured 
using four items with statements for seeking out the news such as, “…to entertain myself” (α = 
.86, M = 3.57, SD = 1.51). 
Attitudes toward the content and publisher. Consistent with Spears and Singh’s 
(2004) measure of brand attitudes, these two dependent variables were assessed using a 
randomized succession of 7-point semantic differential scales including good/bad (reverse 
coded), favorable/unfavorable (reverse coded), unappealing/appealing, unlikeable/likeable, and 
unpleasant/pleasant. The five items were averaged (with lower scores being less favorable) to 
create measures of attitudes toward the content (α = .88; M = 4.20, SD = 1.35) and attitudes 
toward the publisher (α = .90; M = 4.45, SD = 1.24), respectively.  
 Cognitive response measures. A thought-listing exercise following Cacioppo and Petty 
(1981) was used to create dependent measures of cognitive responses to the stimulus. 
Participants were asked to list up to seven comments about what it was they were thinking while 
looking at the web page. Two research assistants coded the open-ended responses on the 
dimension of polarity (Krippendorff’s α = .73). Polarity was coded as favorable if comments 
were positive or supportive of a referent (M = 0.61, SD = 1.14), such as “This is well written,” or 
“I trust mobile banking.” Unfavorable comments were those that were negative toward or 
counter-argued a referent (M = 1.22, SD = 1.52), such as “This isn’t a news article, it’s an ad,” or 
“I’ve never heard of Vox.” Neutral comments were those that neither favored nor opposed a 
referent (M = 0.78, SD = 1.28) such as, “Banking is changing” or “There is a small graphic.” 
Although our method follows the standard coding scheme (favorable, unfavorable, neutral) 
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common to the cognitive response approach (Cacioppo & Petty, 1981), we acknowledge it 
glosses over the nuances described by Jacks and Cameron (2003) that may provide distinctions 
between counterarguing, negative affect, source derogation, etc. 
 Sponsorship transparency. This dependent variable was measured using a series of 7-
point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree) based upon four dimensions: 
brand presence, sponsor clarity, disclosure, and deceptiveness (Wojdynski, Evans, & Hoy, 2017). 
After reverse coding to match item polarity, the 12 scale items were averaged to form an overall 
measure of perceived sponsorship transparency (α = .84; M = 3.93, SD = 0.90) with higher 
values representing greater transparency. 
Results 
The first set of hypotheses addressed which demographic attributes predict recognition of 
native advertising (H1a/b) and were tested using a binomial logistic regression model with 
advertising recognition as the dependent variable. Four variables related to source and disclosure 
design that varied between conditions were entered in the first block as control variables. Then 
age, gender, race (white), education (in years), marital status (married), employed, income, and 
dummy variables for Democratic, Republican, and independent party identification were 
included as independent variables. The overall model was significant indicating certain 
demographic characteristics predict recognition of native advertising [X2 (10, 602) = 35.69, p < 
.001; Cox & Snell = .11, Nagelkerke = .24]. The coefficients for age (b = -0.03, SE = .01, β = 
0.97, p < .01) and education (b = 0.28, SE = .08, β = 1.32, p < .001) were significant. As 
expected, participants who were younger (H1a) and better educated (H1b) had greater odds of 
recognizing native advertising. 
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H2 predicted that native advertising recognition would be more likely when news media 
use was driven by a surveillance motivation. To determine if any of the motivations for news use 
predicted recognition of native advertising, another binomial logistic regression model was 
specified with recognition as the dependent variable, disclosure design variables as controls, and 
the three motivation for news use variables of surveillance, socialization, and entertainment as 
the independent variables [X2 (8, 648) = 42.71, p < .001, Cox & Snell = .06, Nagelkerke = .14]. 
The coefficient for surveillance was significant (b = 0.48, β = 1.62, p < .01) revealing that the 
more likely one was to use news for surveillance purposes, the greater the odds that native 
advertising was recognized (see Table 1, Model 1). Using news for socialization or 
entertainment purposes were not significant predictors of recognizing native advertising. 
Furthermore, when adding age and education as covariates to the model, these findings became 
even more robust [X2 (10, 646) = 66.41, p < .001, Cox & Snell = .10, Nagelkerke = .21].  As 
shown in Table 1 (Model 2), a surveillance motivation had an influential, positive effect on 
recognition (b = 0.46, β = 1.59, p < .01). Age (b = -0.03, β = 0.97, p < .001) and education (b = 
0.22, β = 1.24, p < .001) remained significant. Entertainment and socialization motivations had 
no relationship to native advertising recognition (p > .10). Thus, H2 was supported. 
[INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 
 H3 predicted that counterarguments would be more prevalent among those who 
recognized the advertising than among those who didn't. A planned independent measures t-test 
[t (736) = 5.41, p < .001] revealed that participants who recognized the content as native 
advertising generated more counterarguments (M = 2.19, SD = 1.62) than did those who did not 
(M = 1.13, SD = 1.48). Thus, H3 has been supported.  
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The next set of predictions examined whether a surveillance news use motivation 
moderates attitudes toward the content (H4a) and publisher (H4b) among those who recognize 
native advertising. To test H4a, ad recognition, surveillance, social, and entertainment motives as 
well as interaction terms between native advertising recognition and each of the news use 
motivations were regressed onto attitudes toward the content. Source and disclosure design 
variables were also included as controls. The model significantly predicted attitudes toward the 
content [F (12, 618) = 10.33, p <.001, R2=.17]. The interaction between surveillance motivation 
and native advertising recognition was significant (b = -0.48; p < .05). A follow-up simple slope 
test indicated that among those who recognized the content as native advertising, greater use for 
surveillance purposes led to less favorable attitudes toward the content (see Figure 2), while this 
effect was not present among those who did not recognize the content as advertising. Neither of 
the other interaction terms were significant. Thus, H4a was supported.    
[INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 
To test H4b, a similar regression model was specified, except with attitude toward the 
publisher as the dependent variable. Although the model was significant [F (12, 619) = 11.18, p 
< .001, R2=.18], the effect was driven entirely by the individual surveillance (b = 0.30, SE = 0.05, 
β = 0.31, p < .001) and entertainment coefficients (b = 0.21, SE = 0.04, β = 0.25, p < .001). 
Motivation to use news for surveillance purposes did not interact with native advertising 
recognition in influencing attitudes toward the publisher. Thus, H4b was not supported. 
To examine the extent to which negative attitudes toward the content (RQ1a) and 
publisher (RQ1b) resulting from recognition were driven by sponsorship transparency, we 
conducted mediation analyses using ordinary least squares regression via the PROCESS v3.0 
macro in SPSS (Hayes, 2013). To test effects on attitudes toward the content, the first model was 
REDUCING NATIVE ADVERTISING DECEPTION 20 
 
specified with advertising recognition as the independent variable, sponsorship transparency as 
the mediator, and attitude toward the content as the dependent variable. The results (see Figure 
3) showed a significant effect of advertising recognition on sponsorship transparency [b = 0.79, 
s.e. = 0.12, t(635) = 6.49, p < .001] and a significant effect of sponsorship transparency on 
attitude toward the content [b = 0.21, s.e. = 0.06, t(634) = 3.62, p < .001]. More noteworthy, 
bias-corrected bootstrapping with 10,000 samples showed that the indirect effect of advertising 
recognition on attitudes toward the content through sponsorship transparency was significant [b 
= 0.17, s.e. = 0.06, 95% CI = 0.06 - 0.30]. In other words, participants who recognized the native 
advertising were more likely to perceive the sponsored nature of the content as transparent and 
therefore had more favorable attitudes toward the article content. 
[INSERT FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE] 
A second model was specified with the same predictor and mediator variables, but with 
attitude toward the publisher as the criterion variable. The results (see Figure 4) again showed a 
significant effect of advertising recognition on sponsorship transparency [b = 0.78, s.e. = 0.12, 
t(644) = 6.53, p < .001]. There was also a significant effect of sponsorship transparency on 
attitude toward the publisher [b = 0.23, s.e. = 0.06, t(643) = 4.22, p < .001]. As with the previous 
analysis, bias-corrected bootstrapping with 10,000 samples showed that the indirect effect of 
advertising recognition on attitudes toward the publisher through sponsorship transparency was 
again significant [b = 0.18, s.e. = 0.06, 95% CI = 0.08 – 0.30]. That is, participants who 
recognized the native advertising were more likely to perceive the sponsored nature of the 
content as transparent and therefore had more favorable attitudes toward the publisher. 
[INSERT FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE] 
Discussion 
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This study examined the characteristics of individuals that influence the recognition of 
native advertising in covert, sponsored news contexts. In addition, the results offer insights into 
how and when persuasion knowledge is most likely to affect attitude refinement in the persuasive 
coping process. Finally, the study demonstrates how the perceived transparency of sponsorship 
in native advertising is a mediating factor in consumer responses to such advertising. 
With regard to individual characteristics that increase the likelihood of native advertising 
recognition, we found support for the expectation that age and education are influential factors in 
digital news contexts. Despite fewer than 1 in 10 participants recognizing the content as 
advertising, those who did were younger and better educated. Furthermore, as predicted, those 
who used news for surveillance purposes (e.g. looking for information about communities, 
events, or politics, etc.) were also more likely to recognize native advertising. Thus, native 
advertising recognition was most prevalent among younger, more educated audiences who 
engage with news media for informational purposes. 
This study also reveals that the effects of native advertising recognition were moderated 
by news use motivation. That is, those who used news media for informational/surveillance 
purposes evaluated the article content significantly less favorably if they recognized it as 
commercial in nature compared to people who used news media for other motivations. This 
conditional negativity did not carry over to evaluations of the publisher. Persuasion knowledge, 
then, is most likely to foster attitude refinement (unfavorably) among informational news users. 
Although the PKM postulates that a “target” audience member’s persuasive coping reactions are 
informed by their knowledge structures of persuasion, the topic of the message, and the 
influencing agent (Friestad & Wright, 1994), nothing is mentioned about specific demographic 
characteristics and psychological motivations which may affect the persuasive process 
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(Campbell & Kirmani, 2008). Thus, this study demonstrates that these individual characteristics 
are important underlying mechanisms that condition when and how consumers react to native 
advertising in digital news contexts. This has implications for publishers whose readership is 
heavy on older or less educated readers and advertisers who are trying to reach these readers. 
Because such readers are more likely to miss or misinterpret disclosure labels, publishers would 
do well to endeavor to make their disclosures easy to spot and understand (see Amazeen & 
Wojdynski, 2018).  
These findings also provide empirical evidence about what has only been speculation up 
to this point (c.f. van Reijmersdal et al., 2016). The unfavorable attitude refinements toward the 
message content are not due simply to persuasion knowledge activation, but also as a result of 
the coping-response strategy of resistance-induced counterarguing. The number of 
counterarguments increased when persuasion knowledge was activated. Because how an 
individual cognitively elaborates in response to a message signals whether persuasion or 
resistance occurs – with negative thoughts tending to generate resistance (Cacioppo & Petty, 
1981; Petty & Cacioppo, 1977) – we now have evidence of how native advertising disclosures 
serve an inoculating function, even if explicit refutational counterarguments (e.g. “the 
information in this message is biased”) were not provided as is common in studies of inoculation 
research (Pfau, Kenski, Nitz & Sorenson, 1990). Instead, individuals drew upon their existing 
schema of persuasion knowledge to refine how they should interpret the message presented to 
them. Thus, this study demonstrates that, native advertising, when recognized, motivates 
counterarguing as a coping mechanism in the persuasion process. 
The final aim of this study was to investigate whether and how the perceived 
transparency of a disclosure affected audience responses to native advertising. The findings 
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reveal that when ad recognition was activated, disclosures with greater perceived levels of 
sponsorship transparency reduced the amount of general counterarguing as well as the 
unfavorable attitudes toward both the message content and, especially, the publisher. Put another 
way, audiences were more receptive to native advertising when publishers were clear about its 
commercial nature. This has potential design implications for publishers who feel like they must 
engage in native advertising to stay afloat: attention paid to making the sponsorship of your 
native advertising more transparent may lead to benefits in terms of more favorable (or at least 
less unfavorable) responses from consumers. These findings may also have relevance to federal 
and industry self-regulators by suggesting that older populations may need different disclosures 
to understand the advertiser-publisher relationship.  
Limitations, Future Research, and Conclusions 
While this study provides important findings about individual and message characteristics 
that affect the persuasion knowledge process, it does have limitations that need 
acknowledgement. Importantly, this was a study that was conducted in the U.S. While some 
Western European scholars have published empirical work on the reception of sponsored news in 
countries such as Belgium (Krouwer & Poels, 2017) and the Netherlands (Tutaj & van 
Reijmersdal, 2012), more international studies are warranted. Moreover, from a contextual 
standpoint, these analyses focused on native advertising within digital news environments. 
Native advertising also resides within social media feeds, online review sites, entertainment 
blogs, and elsewhere. These findings may not necessarily apply to these other contexts. 
Furthermore, although respondents were able to participate from any location of their choice 
with an internet-connected computer, the context in which the study took place was forced 
exposure (albeit voluntary) to message stimuli. Despite the careful attention by researchers to 
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craft an authentic-looking media message and consideration of audience reactions, it is possible 
that were they not participating in an experiment, respondents would engage with native 
advertising differently – or not at all. Thus, the transactional model of communication effects 
calls for future research that considers not only the nature of a media message and audience 
reactions, but a more authentic context in which the audience considers the message (Graber, 
1988).  
Relatedly, another limitation of this research is the possibility of demand characteristics 
(Orne, 1962). That is, answers to the questions may have been what participants thought the 
authors wanted to know rather than what they were actually thinking. It is possible that asking 
the open-ended question about whether participants had seen any advertising on the page as the 
first post-exposure measure could have clued some participants in to our interest in advertising, 
and affected their responses to questions about the content or the publisher. To reduce the 
potential for demand effects, within IRB-approved guidelines, the true intentions of the study 
were not disclosed to participants until the post-survey debriefing. Participants were told they 
were participating in a study about news consumption to understand the types of articles people 
prefer to read in the news. Mention of native advertising was not made until after key dependent 
variables were measured. Thus, the authors believe differences in responses provided by 
participants who recognized content as native advertising are likely authentic.  
These findings should also be understood within the context of a single exposure to an 
article. While there were specific conditions under which participants had unfavorable reactions 
to the content (those who reported using news media for surveillance motivations and recognized 
the content as advertising), this conditional negativity did not carry over to attitudes toward the 
publisher. Although this finding may prompt some initial relief for publishers, the aggregated 
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effects of exposure to native advertising from a particular news organization may yield different 
results. Furthermore, other studies have found that audiences in general (rather than those with 
heightened interest in news) evaluate publishers less favorably when native advertising is 
recognized on a news website (Amazeen & Muddiman, 2018; Amazeen & Wojdynski, 2018). 
Future research should consider examining how exposure to native advertising in varying 
amounts affects the responses of different types of audiences. 
As a whole, these findings illustrate that it may be misleading to talk about general 
effects of native advertising on consumers. Certain individuals are more likely to recognize 
content as advertising – albeit a small minority (Amazeen & Muddiman, 2018; Wojdynski & 
Evans, 2016) – and are affected quite differently than those who do not recognize the content as 
advertising. Furthermore, the revelation that those most likely to recognize native advertising are 
also those who consume news for informational purposes should give pause to publishers in the 
hard-news business space where the division of editorial versus commercial content is 
presumably strongest (Moses, 2015). Upon recognition, negative reactions included commentary 
such as, “[Native advertising is] very misleading for a trustworthy news organization.” However, 
perceptions of publishers and content were less negative when consumers perceived the article as 
having greater transparency in disclosing its advertising nature. While disclosure transparency 
benefits all audiences, publishers catering to more mature, less educated consumers who are 
more likely to be deceived by this type of advertising stand to gain the most by reducing the risk 
of alienating these readers. 
In the end, people want to have control over what they expose themselves to as suggested 
by this participant’s reaction to native advertising: “Seems a little underhanded to me. I do not 
want to have to read something that is not purely news unless I choose to do so.” Being 
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transparent about the nature of content through clearly distinguishable disclosures may go a long 
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  Model 1 Model 2 
  b (SE) β b (SE) β 
source  -0.83 (0.32)** 0.43 -0.64 (0.33) 0.53 
logo presence   0.44 (0.29) 1.55  0.51 (0.30) 1.66 
explicitness (moderate)   1.14 (0.43)** 3.11  1.23 (0.44)** 3.43 
explicitness (high)   1.30 (0.43)** 3.66  1.50 (0.44)* 4.50 
prominence   0.68 (0.31)* 1.97  0.62 (0.31)* 1.85 
surveillance motivation   0.48 (0.17)** 1.62  0.46 (0.18)** 1.59 
social motivation  -0.13 (0.13) 0.88 -0.08 (0.12) 0.92 
entertainment motivation  -0.13 (0.11) 0.87 -0.19 (0.12) 0.83 
age  -  -0.03 (0.01)** 0.97 
education (years)  -   0.22 (0.07)** 1.24 
Constant  -5.14 (1.15) 0.01 -6.87 (1.50) 0.00 
X2  42.71  66.41  
Nagelkerke R2  .14  .21  
N  648  646  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Process Model of Persuasion Knowledge Antecedents and Consequences 
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Figure 2. Attitudes Toward the Article (by recognition and surveillance news use motivation) 
 
Note: N = 671 
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Figure 3. Effect of Advertising Recognition on Attitudes Toward the Content via Sponsorship 
Transparency 
 
Note: ***p < .001 
Figure 4. Effect of Advertising Recognition on Attitudes Toward the Publisher via Sponsorship 
Transparency 
 
Note: ***p < .001, *p < .05 
1 The data reported herein are based on 24 conditions of a larger experiment funded by the American 
Press Institute in which characteristics of the advertising disclosure label on the site were manipulated 
                                                      
REDUCING NATIVE ADVERTISING DECEPTION 38 
 
                                                                                                                                                                           
between-subjects. The results of the disclosure study are published in a 2018 article in the journal 
Journalism by the same authors (please see references). The present manuscript utilizes a distinct set of 
independent variables, focusing on individual differences among respondents and also introduces the role 
of sponsorship transparency as a perceptual mediator in shaping publisher evaluations. 
 
